Acquired over a long period of time, Australia has an enviable record of involvement in the discipline of microbiology and continues to punch above its weight in terms of research output and translational outcomes. A comprehensive review of those involved, the characters and institutions, their achievements, successes and failures is far beyond the scope of this short article. So instead, a snapshot of a few of the interesting highlights from one person's perspective will be provided. I apologise in advance for any omission of your favourite story, character or advance in the field of microbiology that flavours your own view of this enthralling area of Australia's scientific legacy.
The Australian population's engagement with microbes and their consequences obviously started well before European settlement.
As with many long-established cultures across the world from the ancient Egyptians who used honey as an antiseptic and henna as a treatment for leprosy and smallpox, to the Chinese who have used medicinal herbs for millennia, the Australian Aboriginal population had their bush medicine. An extensive array of treatments and cures for a wide range of diseases were honed over thousands of years.
Unfortunately, much of this traditional knowledge has been lost with the fragmentation of their oral history following European settlement. But we do know of some of these treatments. Tea tree oil obtained by boiling the leaves of the paper-bark tree was incorporated in a tea for throat infections while eucalyptus oil from gum leaves was used for fevers and chills, a remedy that is still in use today to ameliorate the symptoms of a cold. The bright orange desert mushroom was sucked to cure a sore mouth and as a treatment for babies with oral thrush, and a tea brewed by boiling Emubush leaves was used to cleanse cuts and sores and as a mouth wash. Extracts of this plant have now been shown to have antibiotic properties. The fruit of the kangaroo apple was used as a poultice because of its anti-inflammatory properties and this plant has now been shown to contain the steroid, solasodine, important in the production of cortisone. There are many more examples of Aboriginal bush medicine treatments for microbial control that have now been documented but almost certainly many more are lost to us forever.
But our 'modern' concept of the science of microbiology did begin with European settlement. In these early years it was based largely around the consequences of the introduction into a continent that had been isolated up until that time, of new plant and animal species, as well as the settlers themselves, and their respective infectious diseases. So much of this early history was in applied microbiology, driven by the pressing need to diagnose and control these diseases.
Indeed the first microbiology laboratory in Australia was a privately owned venture, the Macleay Laboratory, opened in 1874 and located on the harbour in Sydney. Its primary role was water testing, a reflection of the problems of over-crowding and sanitation that the colony had faced for many years.
However, the practise of microbiology, or bacteriology as it was then known, had been in full swing much earlier than this through efforts to control diseases such as scarlet fever, typhoid, cholera and smallpox that were all too common in the fledgling colony. Remarkably, it was only 5 years after Edward Jenner published his studies on In Focus MICROBIOLOGY AUSTRALIA * SEPTEMBER 2014
